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Quarterly Business Report
Every three months two St.
Cloud State University
economists analyze the latest
business and worker data as well
as the results from a survey of
local business leaders. The result
is the St. Cloud Area Quarterly
Business Report. It has been
published four times a year since
1999.
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Security First Insurance hosts a job fair June 8 in Ormond Beach. NIGEL COOK/NEWS-JOURNAL

STRONG SPRING
Businesses report robust rebound, predict rapid growth
King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

The St. Cloud economy entered
summer with growth still above average but cooling from levels seen in recent quarters. Payroll employment
rose 2.2% in the 12 months ending in
April 2022, with leisure and hospitality
sector employment expanding 11.5%,
though this was slower than for the
state and for the Twin Cities. Construction employment over this period
rose 4.3%, much faster than elsewhere
in Minnesota.
Unemployment rates in St. Cloud
and around the state have reached historic lows. At 1.8%, the unemployment
rate for April in St. Cloud is the lowest
on record since rates were ﬁrst reported in 1990. Labor force growth was
slower in St. Cloud than other parts of
Minnesota, which helps explain the
extraordinarily tight labor market we
have seen.
See SPRING, Page 3I

INSIDE
h Business activity stronger in
second quarter, prompting
optimism. Page 2
h Essential services kept layoffs
at bay during pandemic. Page 3
h Area unemployment rate
lowest since 1990. Page 4

ONLINE
The St. Cloud Area Quarterly
Business Report has been
produced four times each year
since January 1999. Electronic
access to all past editions of the
QBR is available at
http://repository.stcloudstate.
edu/scqbr

What happened to workers laid oﬀ in 2020?
King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

A recent article by Alessia Leibert of
Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development analyzed the labor impact of COVID-19
[1], asking where those peopel who initially ﬁled for unemployment insurance (UI) between March and August
2020 were in spring of 2021. 631,040
Minnesotans, about 20% of the state’s
workforce, ﬁled in those ﬁrst six
months. Of this group, 77% were reemployed in April-June 2021. Of the
remainder, 13% were still on unemployment insurance in spring 2021 and
11% were not employed and had
stopped ﬁling for beneﬁts.
Re-employment of that 13% has
See WORKERS, Page 5I
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QUARTERLY BUSINESS OUTLOOK

CURRENT ACTIVITY

Business activity stronger
in second quarter of 2022
King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

Tables 1 and 2 report the most recent
results of the St. Cloud Area Business
Outlook Survey. Responses are from 36
area businesses that returned the recent mailing in time to be included in
the report. Participating ﬁrms are representative of the diverse collection of
businesses in the St. Cloud area. They
include retail, manufacturing, construction, ﬁnancial, health services and
government enterprises, both small and
large. Survey responses are strictly conﬁdential. Written and oral comments
have not been attributed to individual
ﬁrms.
Table 1 shows that business activity
during the three-month period ending
in May 2022 is considerably stronger
than the last quarter and slightly
stronger than it was one year ago. Employee compensation has slightly improved from the previous quarter and
last year. The diﬀusion index for number of employees follows the same pattern.
Capital expenditure index is considerably higher than that of the last quarter but remains similar to the value reported one year ago. The diﬀusion index
for prices received for company’s products are higher than those in the previous quarter, and one year ago.
A diﬀusion index represents the percentage of respondents indicating an
increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease in any given quarter.
For any given item, a positive index
usually indicates expanding activity,
while a negative index implies declining
conditions.
The national business activity index
shows a considerable decline in comparison to the previous quarter and one
year ago.
Attracting qualiﬁed workers is simi-

lar to a year ago but slightly more diﬃcult compared to the last quarter.
As always, ﬁrms were asked to report any factors that are aﬀecting their
business. These comments include:
h Price increases on all areas of our
businesses have far exceeded the supposedly 8.5% inﬂation … supply and
logistics have not improved. I would
say even deteriorated.
h Lack of blue collar (trade) workers/skill.
h Hiring qualiﬁed workers is still
the biggest barrier to growth in the St.
Cloud area.
h Fuel prices, material shortages,
lack of labor applicants, unstable pricing for future materials required for
our work.
h Paper supply chain shortages are
worst since I bought the company in
1990. We are not able to produce 30%
of our clients’ needs because of it.
h Inﬂation and lead times.
h Crime in the St. Cloud area is becoming a factor in people wanting to
live here.
h Increasing interest rates aﬀecting
getting new business.
h Rapidly changing economic environment, hard to predict what’s next.
h Our area relies on trucking! We
need to work harder at training, licensing and promoting the profession of
professional truck driver. We also need
to educate all shippers and receivers in
the area that having a place to park
and bathroom facilities are a must!
Currently, there is a bill making its
way through Congress that would
make it a law to provide bathrooms for
drivers picking up or delivering at all
facilities. Having truck drivers that live
in the St. Cloud area could generate an
enormous amount of money for our region. One truck generates approximately $250,000.
The future business activity diﬀu-

FUTURE OUTLOOK

Local ﬁrms optimistic
about remainder of year
King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

sion index (see accompanying chart) is
42.8 which is slightly above 37.9 in May
2021 but considerably below 69.2 in the
last quarter. 57% of surveyed ﬁrms expect improved business activity by November, while 14.3% of the ﬁrms expect
weaker conditions, indicating optimism
about local economic activity over the
next six months.
The future capital expenditures index is also strong this quarter. 40% of
ﬁrms expect higher capital spending
over the next six months versus 2.9% of
the ﬁrms expects to reduce capital purchases. The future capital expenditures
diﬀusion index is smaller than that of
last quarter but considerably larger than
the value recorded a year ago.
With 45.7 percent of surveyed ﬁrms
expecting to expand employment by
November (and only 14.3% of the ﬁrms
expecting decreased payrolls), the future employment index is at 31.4, which
is promising but smaller than the recorded index in the last quarter and one
year ago.
With ongoing worker shortages,

ﬁrms will likely be providing higher
employee compensation to attract
(and retain) workers over the next six
months. Yet the diﬀusion index of future employee compensation is 54.3,
much lower than the diﬀusion index
for employee compensation in the last
three months. No surveyed ﬁrms expect to pay lower wages and salaries
by November.
The prices-received index also remains elevated at 62.9; 62.9% of surveyed ﬁrms expect to receive higher
prices by November, and no ﬁrm expects prices received to decrease.
Area business leaders expect inﬂationary pressures to continue despite
recent Federal Reserve actions to increase interest rates to cool the economy.
This quarter’s ﬁnal survey chart
looks at the future diﬃculty attracting
qualiﬁed workers’ diﬀusion index.
This diﬀusion index in May 2022 is
34.2, which is almost the same as February 2022 but smaller than the May
2021 value, indicating a moderating labor shortage. This diﬀusion index has
declined for the last three quarters but
is still elevated from 2019 levels.
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QUARTERLY BUSINESS REPORT
SPECIAL QUESTIONS

Essential services kept layoﬀs at bay

h 100% of everybody who had hours
cut were back to work within a couple of
months.

h We have kept our retail staﬃng at
the same levels. We have not brought
people back in retail.
h Most of the staﬀ we laid oﬀ took advantage of the government’s stimulus
contribution and when that was over decided to not come back.
h All employees returned after one
month.
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, labor productivity has ﬂuctuated
sharply over the last 2 years. At times
businesses have had to produce with a
number of workers out sick, or with fewer
workers due to a labor shortage. At other
times workers come back as they perceive less risk of infection and as bonuses
for unemployment insurance ran out,
and output did not increase as fast. That
latter situation leads to a decline in labor
productivity. For example, a sharp decline of 7.3% in labor productivity is measured in the ﬁrst quarter of 2022 due to a
reduction in output as workers were still
employed but perhaps were not available
for some weeks due to Omicron. However, the productivity of workers in Minnesota in 2021 increased by 3.7%.
Special Question 3: Please describe
COVID-19's impact on your employee
productivity:
Answers to this question were varied.
About 38% of the ﬁrms in the survey reported no noticeable change to productivity, 26.5% of area ﬁrms experienced
lower productivity, and 20.6% reported
increased productivity. The rest were unsure of the productivity changes or did
not measure productivity. Notable factors that aﬀect this dispersion are the
proportion of employees who are able to
eﬃciently perform their task remotely,
and the cost of COVID-19-containing
measures for the ﬁrm.
Comments include:
h We experienced a few weeks with
staﬀ out due to COVID, but we were able
to manage through it.
h The pandemic has been extremely
critical to our business. We have a long
way to go to get back.
h Generally, we saw an overall increase; because of that we are continuing
to oﬀer remote work in one form or another.
h It was diﬃcult to keep up with demand as employees were out for COVID.
h The experience has shown us/public how to do things in diﬀerent ways.
h Emotional uncertainty created a
bunch of issues, depression being one of
them.
h We have not been able to get productivity back to the level prior to COVID. We
are still managing around daycare and
school-age children issues and burnout
which we attribute to mental exhaustion
from the world around us (based on the
team conversations we’ve had).
h We have had a large amount of turnover in the two-plus years since the beginning of COVID. The staﬀ that has
worked for us for any length of time is
productive. It takes about eight hires to
ﬁnd one new staﬀ member that understands productivity in the workplace.
h COVID was more of an administrative distraction than a productivity issue.
h I do not believe we have speciﬁcally
measured this.
h We were pretty much business as
usual.
h It did not impact us as much as other
businesses.
h Other than a couple of months we
have stayed in person.

below pre-pandemic levels and contributed strongly to LEI.
4. Firms reported a strong FebruaryApril performance coming out of the
omicron wave. Except for national business activity, all survey responses had
higher diﬀusion index readings than for

the winter survey. A clear majority of
survey respondents expect higher business activity in the next six months,
with still-strong expectations for future
price increases and wages paid. Their
expectations of the diﬃculty of ﬁnding
qualiﬁed workers over the next six
months ticked down slightly for the
third straight quarter but is still above
what was expected in 2019.
5. In the ﬁrst two special questions,
nearly a quarter of respondents indicated they had either laid oﬀ or put workers
on unpaid leave early in the pandemic.
Many others may have only kept workers because of the federal PPP loan program. Of those that did lay workers oﬀ, a
majority had rehired fewer than half of
those workers. This suggests some of
the value of PPP.
6. In a ﬁnal special question, 20.6% of
respondents stated that the productivity of their workforce has increased after
the impact of COVID-19 on area businesses. 26.5% said their workers’ productivity had decreased, and another
11.8% said they were unsure. 38.2% said
it had made no noticeable diﬀerence.

King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

The following questions are intended
to address post-pandemic employee
numbers, evolving employment practices and labor productivity.
As described on page 1 of this report,
many workers did not return to their previous employers. 24% are still not employed according to a Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development study, with about an even
number still looking for work. Another
22% were employed by someone other
than the ﬁrm with whom they were employed in March 2020.
We wanted to see who in the St. Cloud
economy had laid oﬀ workers and, if so,
what share of them had been returned to
employment.
Special Question 1: Thinking back to
the beginning of the pandemic in
March 2020, what share of your workforce did you lay oﬀ or otherwise put on
unpaid leave?
More than two-thirds of the surveyed
ﬁrms reported no layoﬀs, while 23.5% reported an employee reduction: About 6%
have reported ﬁring more than 75% of
their workforce, and the rest have reported laying oﬀ less than 50% during the
pandemic.
As the comments indicate, some of
our survey respondents were among "essential" ﬁrms that were not closed during
the early days of Gov. Tim Walz’s Safe at
Home plan. Others maintained employment by taking out Payroll Protection
Plan loans funded by the federal CARES
Act. Comments include:
h We stayed busy throughout the pandemic.
h No layoﬀs but some employees
stayed home with kids to get extra unemployment beneﬁts.
h We are a trucking company, essential and no layoﬀs.
h Employees were only laid oﬀ for one
month. Received PPP loans.
h Construction was deemed an essential business, so we were spared from laying oﬀ any employees.
h We tried to keep everyone employed. Some went to decreased hours,
but we did not lay oﬀ or terminate anyone.
h We got a PPP loan and kept everyone
fully employed, no reduction in pay or
hours.
h We had a very temporary layoﬀ of
about 10% of our workforce and within a
two-week period tried to get almost all
staﬀ members back.
h We cut back hours for most everybody for a couple of months. Everybody
who had hours cut back more than made
up for it with the lucrative unemployment beneﬁts which were paid.
h Staﬃng remained the same.
h Our retail business decreased, but
not our commercial business.
Then for those who did lay oﬀ workers, we were curious how many of these
workers returned to their original employer.
Special Question 2: Of employees
you laid oﬀ, what share are now back at
work at your ﬁrm?
Of the 23.5% of St. Cloud-area ﬁrms
that reported layoﬀs, 50% have rehired
less than half of those former employees
and 37.5% have rehired more than 75% of
their employees. One ﬁrm has not hired
back anybody. While we cannot measure
whether these percentages match those

Spring
Continued from Page 1I

Area ﬁrms reported a strong rebound
from the omicron wave of COVID-19 and
continue to report expectations of future growth in employment and higher
prices.
Employee compensation was reported higher in the last three months by
71.4% of respondents, but only 54.3%
anticipate paying higher wages in the
next six months.
In special questions, 23.5% of respondents reported either laying oﬀ
workers or putting them on unpaid
leave. Half of these ﬁrms reported that
fewer than half of their employees had
returned to work with them.
In a ﬁnal question, an almost-equal
number of respondents thought productivity had risen post-pandemic as
thought productivity had fallen.
Another 11.8% were not sure what had
happened to productivity of their workers.

in the DEED study, they appear comparable. Comments include:
h None. We have not hired back.

Key takeaways from QBR
1. The unemployment rate for St.
Cloud in April 2022, at 1.8%, is the lowest reading in the history of the series
going back to 1990. The labor force
growth for St. Cloud over the last 12
months to April slowed to 1%, which is
less than for the Twin Cities or the state
overall.
2. Leisure and hospitality employment growth, at 11.5% for the last 12
months to April 2022, is slower than the
rest of the state. Construction employment growth over this period was higher
than elsewhere, at 4.3%. Transportation, warehouse and utilities employment in St. Cloud fell 0.9% while rising
elsewhere in the state. Local government employment also rose 4.3%.
3. Over the last 12 months to April
2022 the St. Cloud Index of Leading
Economic Indicators (LEI) rose 5.1%.
Five of six indicators were positive, with
only a -7.2% return on the St. Cloud
Stock Price Index over the last quarter
causing the indicator to fall. Initial
claims for unemployment insurance are
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King Banaian, dean of the St. Cloud State University School of Public Affairs, speaks at the St. Cloud Area Quarterly Business Report Review & Regional Outlook
Thursday in Sauk Rapids. KIMM ANDERSON/ST. CLOUD TIMES

Unemployment rate lowest since 1990
King Banaian and Mana Komai Molle
St. Cloud State University

St. Cloud area payrolls expanded
2.2% over the 12 months ending April
2022. As seen in Table 3, leisure and
hospitality sector employment is expanding rapidly around the state, with
St. Cloud area employment in this sector
growing 11.5%. This was less than growth
in the state and much less than the 16.1%
growth in leisure and hospitality employment in the Twin Cities.
The other notable sector is construction. While rising home prices and interest rates are reportedly cooling the real
estate market, St. Cloud area employment in construction remains a robust
4.3%. The rate has already turned negative in other parts of Minnesota.
The St. Cloud area labor force was up
1% in the 12 months to April 2022. This is
likely more than the growth of the population but not very much more, so that
labor force participation has likely been
sluggish. Thus a robust growth in household employment of 3.8% in the same
period left the area unemployment rate
at 1.8% in April 2022. This is the lowest
St. Cloud unemployment rate on record,
dating back to 1990. The previous low
was 2.0% in October 1999. Clearly, anyone searching for work at this moment is
ﬁnding opportunities.
This lack of workers seeking employment can also be seen in Table 4 in low
unemployment rates around the state.
But the state labor force grew 2.1%, more
than double the rate in St. Cloud; the labor force growth rate for the Twin Cities
was 2.9%. Compared to April 2019 (data
are not seasonally adjusted so we choose
the last pre-pandemic April) the St.
Cloud area labor force is 2.3% lower in
the last three years versus the Twin Cities labor force growing 1.5%. The state labor force is smaller by 0.9%.
Initial claims for unemployment insurance in the St. Cloud area fell more
than 64% in the February-April period
from year-ago levels. Unemployment insurance claims were inﬂated by the pandemic and various relief programs offered to those out of work, which ended
in September. As noted on page 1 of this
report, claims are now below pre-panSee UNEMPLOYMENT, Page 6I
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Fifth Avenue in downtown St. Cloud closed for restaurants to open additional patio seating in 2020. ZACH DWYER/ST. CLOUD TIMES

Workers
Continued from Page 1I

been slow. During the third quarter of
2021, 86% of this group continued to ﬁle
for beneﬁts. The research showed that
most of this group earned low wages
pre-pandemic and therefore were at elevated risk of having insuﬃcient savings or other income. Of the last group,
Leibert suggests several possibilities,
including retirement, moving to another
state, becoming ineligible for beneﬁts,
becoming self-employed or death.
How does this apply to St. Cloud?
Stearns County and Benton County averaged 2,630 continuing claims for unemployment insurance in the ﬁrst 10
weeks of 2020, up to the second week of
March. From March 14 to April 18 the
number of claims rose to ﬁve times that
number, as seen in the graph nearby.
Continuing claims did not return to the
baseline level until summer 2021.
Unemployment insurance claims data have a seasonal component to them,
as both early summer and the ﬁrst quarter typically have slightly higher claims
than mid-summer and fall. Thus, some
of the decline in later 2021 may not be
comparable to the January-March 2020
baseline. Nevertheless, the ﬁrst three
weeks of March 2022 were below that
baseline and monthly data for April for
the MSA came in at 1,852.
There is signiﬁcant variation in
which industries’ workers are rejoining
the labor force. Leibert found that
mining and utilities, hospitals and
health care, manufacturing, construction, wholesale trade and education
workers were more successful in ﬁnding
work. Areas where there has been less
success has been employees formerly in
nursing and residential care facilities,
ﬁnance, insurance and real estate, and
information technology. The latter two
sectors are more prone to remote work;
the ﬁrst has been an area with very signiﬁcant hiring challenges around the
state. 37% of workers in this area
switched jobs of those who ﬁrst applied
for unemployment insurance between
March and August 2020.
We do not have unemployment insurance data that separates industries
for the St. Cloud Metropolitan Statistical Area, but it does exist for the economic development region that includes Stearns and Benton counties. In
a graph nearby, you see the change in
continuing claims by sector in the region. The two industries with the largest
increases are in accommodation and
food services and in health care and social assistance. Fewer people continue
to claim unemployment insurance, surprisingly, in arts, entertainment and
recreation, perhaps because workers
are exiting that industry. We also see
lower claims versus the pre-pandemic
baseline in manufacturing, wholesale
and retail trade.
Elsewhere in this report we learn that
some ﬁrms’ layoﬀs and other labor disruptions from the pandemic have led
their productivity to increase while others have decreased. The movement of
people from lower-productivity employment in some industries may have
boosted productivity, at least according
to recent data. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported last week that Minnesota’s labor productivity rose 3.7% in 2021,

Ron Edelbrock looks through jobs to be completed on a shelf in the work area in March 2020, at Benton Trophy & Awards in
Sauk Rapids. Edelbrock said that the shelf would normally be full to overflowing this time of year.
DAVE SCHWARZ/ST. CLOUD TIMES

more than any state in the Upper Midwest. While hiring remains extremely
diﬃcult, it appears Minnesota businesses are ﬁnding ways to produce
more.

[1] Alessia Leibert, “Reemployment
after COVID-19 layoﬀs in Minnesota:
Who’s getting left behind?” Minnesota
Economics Trends, March 2022, DEED
Labor Market Information, online at

https://mn.gov/deed/newscenter/publications/trends/march-2022/reemployment.jsp . Last accessed June 2,
2022.
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Left: A sign marks a home for sale in April 2021 in Sartell.
DAVE SCHWARZ/ST. CLOUD TIMES

Unemployment
Continued from Page 4I

demic levels.
The value of residential building permits for new homes in the city of St.
Cloud is 23% higher than year-ago levels,
supporting the data on construction employment mentioned in Table 3.
The St. Cloud Stock Price Index fell
1.3% over the last year through April 30
and 7.2% in the last quarter. Over this
same period the S&P 500 Index rose 7%
last year and fell 1% in the last quarter.
Three stocks rose, led by C.H. Robinson
up 2%, and seven stocks fell. New Flyer
lost 36.7% in the most recent quarter.
But the lower stock price index was
the only negative of the six St. Cloud
Leading Economic Indicator series. As
seen in Table 5, all other indicators
pointed up. Strong responses from the
Quarterly Business Survey to their outlook for the next six months and the
sharply lower initial claims for unemployment insurance contributed the
most to the indicators.
We would be even more optimistic for
the St. Cloud economy if we were to see
higher labor force growth. Survey respondents had their most positive response to future business activity for a
May survey since 2017 and the highest

future capital spending plans response
for a May survey since 1999. Employment growth has been robust, and construction still seems to be holding its
sharp gains in employment since 2020.

Conﬁrming national stories about inﬂation, most area businesses received
higher prices for their products this
spring and expect to receive higher
prices through the next six months. But

conﬁrming national trends, the labor
supply shortages are acute in St. Cloud.
We will continue to grow but how fast
will be determined by the re-emergence
of workers.

